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CAPACITIVE LEVEL SHIFTER DEVICES,
METHODS AND SYSTEMS

Aspects of various embodiments are directed toward level
shifter circuits, systems and uses thereof.

Gate driver circuits can be used to control the switching
of transistors for a variety of applications including, but not
limited to, direct current (DC) to DC converters and alter-
nating current (AC) to DC converters. The gate driver circuit
can be configured and arranged to generate an output signal
with sufficient drive strength and other signal characteristics.
For instance, gate driver circuits can be used to convert a
control signal into an output drive signal sufficient to control
the switching of a power/output transistor used in a voltage
converter circuit.

In certain applications, the output transistor is designed to
operate in a voltage domain different from the voltage
domain from where the control signal is being generated.
This is particularly useful for when the output transistor is
configured to operate in a high voltage domain. In order to
control such an output transistor, the control signal can be
first sent through a level shifting circuit (a “level shifter”).
This level shifting circuit can be designed to provide isola-
tion between the voltage domains. In particular instances,
this isolation can be provided using capacitive isolation;
however, other isolation techniques are also possible.

High-side gate drivers are used to drive a MOSFET or
IGBT that is connected to the positive supply and is not
ground-referenced (e.g., floating). High-side drivers are
more complicated than low-side drivers because of the
required voltage translation to the supply and because it can
be more difficult to turn off a floating transistor.

In certain instances, NMOS transistors can be used to set
a value of a memory circuit (e.g., a latch). The memory
circuit can then be used to determine/set the state of the
high-side gate driver circuit. In particular, a current pulse
can be provided to the NMOS transistor, which is tied to the
high voltage of the second voltage domain. If the drain
voltage of an NMOS transistor is not higher than the source
voltage, the NMOS transistor may not turn on properly.
Moreover, the required operating parameters of such NMOS
transistors can be prohibitive due to the high voltage require-
ments. These parameters can include a large area and a high
breakdown voltage. Moreover, the state of the memory/latch
may be unknown at power up, and therefore may damage the
circuit by performing in undesirable manners at startup (e.g.,
by having the high-side transistor enabled at the wrong
time).

When gate drivers use high voltage transistors, there can
be rapid voltage swings (a high dV/dt). Due to high current
peaks through the parasitic capacitances of the transistors,
the gate drivers may need to provide a relatively high drive
current in order to meet the switching demands of the
system. Control logic can be used to detect a control signal,
which can be provided using a short current pulse that
indicates the desired state for the gate driver circuit. The
desired state can then be maintained by storing the state in
amemory element that is overridden by a subsequent current
pulse.

Aspects of the present disclosure are directed toward
circuits, devices and methods for providing a level shifting
function between a control signal and a gate driver.

Various example embodiments are directed to isolating
and level shifting circuits and their implementation.

According to an example embodiment, a system includes
a circuit that is designed to detect the state of two control
signals, wherein one control signal indicates an ON state for
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2

the gate driver and the other control signal indicates an OFF
state for the gate driver. The circuit responds to each of the
control signals by controlling the gate driver so that it drives
an output either high or low. The circuit can also be
configured to control the gate driver so that the output is
driven (either high or low) when neither control signal is
present.

The present disclosure also contemplates embodiments
that are directed toward a first signal driver circuit which is
configured and arranged to generate a first signal with
information that is encoded using a presence or an absence
of'a carrier wave. A second signal driver circuit is configured
and arranged to generate a second signal with information
that is encoded using the presence or absence of a carrier
wave. These two signal driver circuits can be operated and
located in a first voltage domain. A first signal path capaci-
tively couples the first signal to the first input, while a second
signal path capacitively couples the second signal to the
second input. In the second voltage domain, a first determi-
nation circuit can be configured and arranged to detect the
presence of a carrier wave on a first input. A second
determination circuit, also in the second voltage domain, can
be configured and arranged to detect the presence of a carrier
wave on a second input. A first output circuit then drives, in
response to a detection of a carrier wave from the first
determination circuit, an output node to a high voltage in the
second domain. A second output circuit drives, in response
to a detection of a carrier wave from the second determi-
nation circuit, the output node to a low voltage in the second
domain.

The above discussion/summary is not intended to describe
each embodiment or every implementation of the present
disclosure. The figures and detailed description that follow
also exemplify various embodiments.

Various example embodiments may be more completely
understood in consideration of the following detailed
description in connection with the accompanying drawings,
in which:

FIG. 1 depicts a block diagram of a system for controlling
a signal driver, consistent with embodiments of the present
disclosure;

FIG. 2 depicts logic circuitry for use in connection with
a system for controlling a signal driver, consistent with
embodiments of the present disclosure;

FIG. 3 depicts a timing diagram of signals for use in
connection with a system for controlling a signal driver,
consistent with embodiments of the present disclosure;

FIG. 4 shows a logic circuitry for differential signaling
that is used in connection with a system for controlling a
signal driver, consistent with embodiments of the present
disclosure; and

FIG. 5 shows a logic circuitry for single-ended signaling
that is used in connection with a system for controlling a
signal driver, consistent with embodiments of the present
disclosure.

While various embodiments discussed herein are ame-
nable to modifications and alternative forms, aspects thereof
have been shown by way of example in the drawings and
will be described in detail. It should be understood, however,
that the intention is not to limit the invention to the particular
embodiments described. On the contrary, the intention is to
cover all modifications, equivalents, and alternatives falling
within the scope of the disclosure including aspects defined
in the claims. In addition, the term “example” as used
throughout this application is only by way of illustration,
and not limitation.
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Aspects of the present disclosure are believed to be
applicable to a variety of different types of apparatuses,
systems and methods involving level shifting circuits that
can be useful for interfacing with gate driver circuits. While
not necessarily so limited, various aspects may be appreci-
ated through a discussion of examples using this context.

Various example embodiments are directed to a system
that provides level shifting of a control signal for a high-side
gate driver circuit. The level shifting circuit can be designed
to receive a pair of control signals that indicate the desired
state of the gate driver circuit. Particular embodiments are
directed toward a level shifting circuit that can operate in a
stateless manner (e.g., without storing the current drive state
in a memory/latch circuit). For instance, the level shifting
circuit can be configured and arranged to respond to control
signals that continuously provide an indication of the desired
drive state (e.g., active or inactive). Moreover, embodiments
can be directed toward the use of isolation between the
control signal and the output of the level shifter. This can be
particularly useful for avoiding problems associated with
(unknown) startup conditions.

Certain embodiments are directed toward a system that
uses capacitive isolation between the control signal and the
output of a level shifter circuit. A circuit can be designed to
provide control signals that maintain an indication of the
desired drive state across the capacitive isolation. For
instance, the control signals can be provided as AC signals
encoded using an ON-OFF keying protocol. The level shifter
circuit can be configured and arranged to detect the presence
or absence of the control signals and to enable the gate driver
in response thereto.

Various embodiments are directed toward a system and its
use. The system can include a level circuit that is designed
to detect the state of two control signals, wherein one control
signal indicates an ON state for the gate driver, and the other
control signal indicates an OFF state for the gate driver. In
certain embodiments, the level shifting circuit responds to
each of the control signals by controlling the gate driver so
that it drives an output either high or low. The level shifting
circuit can also be configured to control the gate driver so
that it drives the output (either high or low) when neither
control signal is present.

The present disclosure also contemplates embodiments
that are directed toward a first signal driver circuit which is
configured and arranged to generate a first signal with
information that is encoded using a presence or an absence
of'a carrier wave. A second signal driver circuit is configured
and arranged to generate a second signal with information
that is encoded using the presence or absence of a carrier
wave. These two signal driver circuits can be operated and
located in a first voltage domain.

A first signal path can be provided in order to capacitively
couple the first signal to the first input, while a second signal
path can be provided to capacitively couple the second
signal to the second input.

In the second voltage domain, a first determination circuit
can be configured and arranged to detect the presence of a
carrier wave on a first input. A second determination circuit,
also in the second voltage domain, can be configured and
arranged to detect the presence of a carrier wave on a second
input. A first output circuit then drives, in response to a
detection of a carrier wave from the first determination
circuit, an output node to a high voltage in the second
domain. A second output circuit drives, in response to a
detection of a carrier wave from the second determination
circuit, the output node to a low voltage in the second
domain.
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Embodiments of the present disclosure can be particularly
useful for providing a stateless level shifter circuit that is
designed to control high-side gate drivers. When imple-
mented in a stateless configuration, the desired state of the
gate (ON or OFF) does not need to be stored in a memory,
such as in a latch.

When a high-side gate driver circuit is switched on, the
voltage of the driver circuit swings up at a very high rate
(e.g., 5-50 V/ns). Thus, level shifter transistors can be
subject to induced common mode currents. These induced
currents can cause problems with the enablement of the
device (e.g., the induced current can be greater than the
current of the control signals or pulses). Accordingly,
embodiments of the present disclosure can be useful for
avoiding the need to provide control signals current that are
larger than the expected induced current.

Turning now to the figures, FIG. 1 depicts a block
diagram of a system for controlling a signal driver, consis-
tent with embodiments of the present disclosure. The block
diagram of FIG. 1 shows electrical circuits in two different
voltage domains 102 and 104. Control signals (e.g., Control
1 and Control 2) are generated at voltage levels within the
first voltage domain 102. The output signals of the depicted
system are in the second voltage domain 104. Thus, the
system provides level shifting functions that allow the
control signals in the first voltage domain 102 to be com-
municated to circuits in the second voltage domain 104. As
discussed herein, level shifting of signals can be particularly
useful for use with voltage converter circuits 114 and
associated (high-side) transistors 116. Notwithstanding, one
or more of the level-shifting systems, circuits and methods
discussed herein can also be used in connection with other
circuits and between different voltage domains. For instance,
a level shifter circuit can be used to transfer the output signal
of' a comparator on a high-side voltage to signal processing
circuits on the low voltage domain.

In particular embodiments, control modules/circuitry can
be configured to generate the control signals, which that the
system then communicates to the second voltage domain
104. This control circuitry can be implemented using, as
non-limiting examples, digital logic, discrete circuit ele-
ments, programmable logic devices, and/or processor cir-
cuitry. Accordingly, the first voltage domain 102 can be
defined using voltages suitable for such control circuitry.
The second voltage domain 104 can be configured according
to the output of a voltage converter module/circuit. For
instance, a buck converter can convert a source voltage to a
high voltage output. This high voltage output can correspond
to the second voltage domain 104.

Accordingly, embodiments of the system depicted in FIG.
1 can be used to control the gate of power transistor(s) 116
used as part of a voltage converter circuit 114. In particular
embodiments, the power transistor can be configured as a
high-side transistor 116. The system can be specially con-
figured with the gate control circuits (first and second
determination circuits) 110, 112 that are stateless control
circuits. These control circuits 110, 112 can be configured to
determine the presence or absence of a control signal on
respective input/control lines and to drive an output (gate)
signal based upon the determination. Accordingly, the con-
trol circuits 110, 112 can be configured without memory
elements for storing current or previous states.

Consistent with embodiments, the control/gate driver
circuits 110, 112 can be supplied from a voltage source 120.
In certain embodiments, this voltage source 120 can provide
a voltage of between 5V and 10V. This voltage determines
voltage provided to the gate of the high side transistor 116.
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The drain of the high side transistor can then be connected
to a different (high) voltage supply 122. This voltage supply
122 can be implemented as a bootstrap capacitor since it
only needs to deliver a voltage for a limited time (e.g., until
it is recharged).

In particular embodiments, the control circuits 110, 112
are communicatively coupled to first and second control
signal driver circuits 106, 108 through an isolation circuit
118. For example, isolation circuit 118 can be configured to
provide isolation using capacitive coupling. Consistent
therewith, control signal driver circuits 106, 108 can be
configured and arranged to generate an AC signal. The AC
signal creates an electric field that changes with the level of
charge on a capacitor plate. The control circuits 110, 112 can
detect the level of charge across the isolation barrier 118. In
certain embodiments, the control signal driver circuits 106,
108 can use a form of ON-OFF keying. For example, the
control signal driver circuits 106, 108 can use the presence
of'an AC signal to indicate that the gate should be driven in
a particular manner. The absence of an AC signal indicates
that the gate should not be driven in that manner.

FIG. 2 depicts logic circuitry for use in connection with
a system for controlling a signal driver, consistent with
embodiments of the present disclosure. FIG. 2 depicts digital
logic circuitry for generating an alternating signal for com-
municating between voltage domains 202 and 204. More
particularly, FIG. 2 shows digital logic circuitry for gener-
ating differential signals representing each of incoming
signals D1 and D2. Incoming signals D1 and D2 can be used
in combination with an AC (or radio frequency) signal to
produce differential signal formatted using ON-OFF keying.
This ON-Off keying uses the presence or absence of the AC
signal to convey information. The AC signal can be provided
by a signal generation circuit 206. Logic gates 206 selec-
tively pass the AC signal depending upon the state of
respective incoming signals D1 and D2. Inverter circuits 208
create a voltage differential at V1 and V2. This voltage
differential creates a differential signal that is passed through
(capacitive) isolation circuitry 210.

Determination/detection circuits 212 and 214 are config-
ured and arranged to detect the presence or absence of an AC
signal received from capacitive isolation circuitry 210. This
detection can be accomplished using a variety of different
detection circuits including, but not limited to, frequency
selective resonator circuits, rectifier circuits, local oscilla-
tors, analog to digital converters and combinations thereof.
Upon detecting the presence (or absence) of an AC signal,
the detection circuits 212 and 214 can be configured to drive
an output signal to a corresponding voltage in the second
voltage domain 204. For instance, detection circuit 212 can
be configured to drive an output (gate) signal to a high
voltage (BS) and detection circuit 214 can be configured to
drive an output (gate) signal to a low voltage (LX). This can
be accomplished using additional single driver circuitry
including, but not limited to, signal drivers/buffers 216 and
transistors 218. Protection diodes 220 can also be included
in certain embodiments.

The logic circuitry of FIG. 2 can be particularly useful for
facilitating individual control over both high and low driving
of the output (gate) signal. For instance, it may be desirable
to implement a delay between the disabling of one of the
transistors 218 and the enabling of another of the transistors
218 (e.g., to prevent shoot through of the transistors).
Moreover, the state of the output (gate) signal can be known
at startup.

FIG. 3 depicts a timing diagram of signals for use in
connection with a system for controlling a signal driver,
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consistent with embodiments of the present disclosure.
Control signals D1 and D2 can determine when an AC signal
is presented to the corresponding capacitive isolation cir-
cuits (in a first voltage domain). This AC signal is repre-
sented by waveforms V1 and V2. Q1 and Q2 represent the
control signals (e.g., from FIG. 2) that are generated in
response to detecting the presence (or absence) of the AC
signal in the second voltage domain. Signals Q1 and Q2 are
then used to control the output (gate) signal.

FIG. 4 shows a logic circuitry for differential signaling
that is used in connection with a system for controlling a
signal driver, consistent with embodiments of the present
disclosure. Circuit 402 functions as an oscillator circuit that
is controllable by the presence or absence of input signal
404. This oscillator circuit 402 generates the carrier wave in
response to a first signal level of input signal 404 (e.g., a
high voltage) and generates a steady state voltage (e.g., zero
volts) in response to a second, different signal level (e.g., a
low voltage). Inverter 406 is configured to generate a
differential signal when combined with the output of circuit
402. In particular, the signals provided to capacitors 408 and
410 can be opposite in phase to one another.

The other side of capacitors 408 and 410 can be connected
to the gates of (NMOS) transistors 412 and 414. Current can
be provided to transistors 412 and 414 from a 1:3 current
mirror, which includes (PMOS) transistors 416 and 418.
When no AC signal is present, the current mirror provides
more current than the transistors 412 and 414 and the input
of the inverter (formed by transistors 422 and 424) is driven
high. This causes the output of the inverter to be driven low.
When an AC signal is present, the average current in the
transistors 412 and 414 increases, i.e., due to the nonlinear
transfer function of the transistors. This causes the current
through transistors 412 and 414 to exceed that of the current
mirror, which results in the input of the inverter being driven
low and the output of the inverter to be driven high.

Embodiments of the present disclosure are recognize that
the capacitance values for the capacitors 408 and 410 can be
chosen to ensure that the differential AC signal generates a
voltage across the voltage divider network 426 that is large
enough to create a sufficient increase in current through
transistors 412 and 414. For instance, the capacitance value
can be selected as a function of the expected frequency of
the AC signal.

FIG. 5 shows a logic circuitry for single-ended signaling
that is used in connection with a system for controlling a
signal driver, consistent with embodiments of the present
disclosure. Oscillator circuit 502 generates an AC signal in
response to input signal 504. The AC signal is presented to
capacitor 506, which capacitive couples the signal to a
second voltage domain. Similar to the circuit discussed in
connection with FIG. 4, the presence or absence of an AC
signal determines whether or not the output signal 508 is
driven high or low. The particular ratio of the current mirror
is depicted as 2:3 in FIG. 5 and 1:3 in FIG. 4, however, these
ratios can be adjusted according to the particular application
and circuit parameters.

Because the circuit of FIG. 5 does not provide a return
path for current, the system may produce more RF emissions
than if differential signaling was used (e.g., as shown in
connection with FIG. 4). Aspects of the present disclosure
recognize that the effect of such emissions can be mitigated
by designing the oscillator circuit 502 with a frequency
sufficiently outside of critical frequency bands (e.g., fre-
quencies over 1 GHz).

Unless otherwise stated, the various embodiments dis-
cussed herein can be used together in a variety of different
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combinations. Each and every possible combination is not
necessarily expressly recited. Various modules and/or other
circuit-based building blocks may be implemented to carry
out one or more of the operations and activities described
herein and/or shown in the figures. In such contexts, a
“module” or “block™ is a circuit that carries out one or more
of these or related operations/activities. For example, in
certain of the above-discussed embodiments, one or more
modules are discrete logic circuits or programmable logic
circuits configured and arranged for implementing these
operations/activities, as in the circuit modules shown in the
figures. In certain embodiments (e.g., to provide the control
logic), the programmable circuit is one or more computer
circuits programmed to execute a set (or sets) of instructions
(and/or configuration data). The instructions (and/or con-
figuration data) can be in the form of firmware or software
stored in and accessible from a memory (circuit). As an
example, first and second modules include a combination of
a processor hardware-based circuit and a set of instructions
in the form of firmware, where the first module includes a
first processor hardware circuit with one set of instructions
and the second module includes a second processor hard-
ware circuit with another set of instructions.

Based upon the above discussion and illustrations, those
skilled in the art will readily recognize that various modi-
fications and changes may be made to the various embodi-
ments without strictly following the exemplary embodi-
ments and applications illustrated and described herein. For
example, the level shifting function can be used to shift from
a high voltage domain to a lower voltage domain. In other
examples, different types and combinations of transistors
can be used (e.g., PMOS vs. NMOS). Such modifications do
not depart from the true spirit and scope of various aspects
of the invention, including aspects set forth in the claims.

What is claimed is:

1. A device comprising:

in a first voltage domain,

a first signal driver circuit configured and arranged to
generate a first signal with information that is encoded
using a presence of a carrier wave, and

a second signal driver circuit configured and arranged to
generate a second signal with information that is
encoded using a presence of a carrier wave;

in a second voltage domain,

a first determination circuit, configured and arranged to
detect the presence of a carrier wave on a first input,
and

a second determination circuit, configured and arranged to
detect the presence of a carrier wave on a second input;

a first signal path capacitively coupling the first signal to
the first input;

a second signal path capacitively coupling the second
signal to the second input;

a first output circuit configured and arranged to drive, in
response to a detection of a carrier wave from the first
determination circuit, an output node to a high voltage
in the second voltage domain; and

a second output circuit configured and arranged to drive,
in response to a detection of a carrier wave from the
second determination circuit, the output node to a low
voltage in the second voltage domain.

2. The device of claim 1, wherein the device is configured

and arranged to provide level shifting for an input signal that
is in the first voltage domain and that carries the information.

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

8

3. The device of claim 1, wherein the first output circuit
includes a transistor having a drain and a source coupled
between a voltage source providing the high voltage and the
output node.

4. The device of claim 3, wherein the second output
circuit includes a transistor having a drain and a source
coupled between a voltage source providing the low voltage
and the output node.

5. The device of claim 1, wherein the first and second
signal paths are each differential signal paths.

6. The device of claim 1, wherein the first and second
signal paths are each single-ended signal paths and wherein
the carrier wave for each of the first and second signal has
a frequency of at least 1 GHz.

7. The device of claim 1, wherein the first determination
circuit includes:

a current mirror that mirrors a current in a first current
path onto a second according to a ratio of the current
mirror;

a resistor divider network between differential signals of
the first input; and

a pair of transistors configured to increase current in the
second current path in response to the presence a carrier
wave and drive the output by overcoming the mirrored
current of the current mirror.

8. The device of claim 1, further including an oscillator
circuit that is configured and arranged to generate the carrier
wave in response to a first signal level and to generate a
steady state voltage in response to a second, different signal
level.

9. The device of claim 1, wherein the output is a high-side
gate driver circuit.

10. The device of claim 1, wherein the first signal in the
first voltage domain has a high voltage value that is less than
the high voltage in the second voltage domain.

11. The device of claim 1, wherein the first signal in the
first voltage domain has a high voltage value that is more
than the high voltage in the second voltage domain.

12. A method comprising:

in a first voltage domain, generating, using a first signal
driver circuit a first signal with information that is
encoded using a presence of a carrier wave, and

generating, using a second signal driver circuit, a second
signal with information that is encoded using a pres-
ence of a carrier wave;

capacitively coupling, using a first signal path, the first
signal to a first input in a second voltage domain;

capacitively coupling, using a second signal path, the
second signal to a second input in the second voltage
domain;

in the second voltage domain,

detecting, using a first determination circuit, the presence
of a carrier wave on the first input, and

detecting, using a second determination circuit, the pres-
ence of a carrier wave on the second input;

driving, using a first output circuit and in response to
detecting the presence of a carrier wave using the first
determination circuit, an output node to a high voltage
in the second voltage domain; and

driving, using a second output circuit and in response to
detecting the presence of a carrier wave using the
second determination circuit, the output node to a low
voltage in the second voltage domain.

13. The method of claim 12, wherein the step of gener-

ating the first signal includes using an oscillator circuit to
generate an alternating current (AC) signal.
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14. The method of claim 12, wherein the step of gener-
ating the first signal includes generating a differential signal.

15. The method of claim 12, wherein the step of detecting
the presence of a carrier wave on the first input includes
increasing current through a transistor fed by a current
mirror and thereby overcoming a counteracting current.

16. The device of claim 1, wherein the first signal is a first
control signal that indicates an ON state for a high-side
transistor, and the second signal is a second control signal
that indicates an OFF state for the high-side transistor.

17. The device of claim 1, wherein the output node is
connected to a gate of a high-side transistor.

18. The device of claim 1, wherein the first determination
circuit is configured to detect the presence of a carrier wave
when there is no carrier wave present on the second input.

19. The method of claim 12, wherein the generating the
first signal is responsive to a first input data signal and
generating the first signal is responsive to a second input
data signal that is separately controllable from the first input
data signal.

20. The method of claim 19, wherein the first input data
signal indicates an ON state for a high-side transistor and the
second input data signal indicates an OFF state for the
high-side transistor.
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